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NOTES AND COMMENTS. 



FREAKS OF LAW. 



The absurdities of special legislation may prove its disintegratiag force 
quite as much as the earnestness with which Its errors are combated. The 
sell-confldent ease with which the panacea of special laws is invoked for a 
multitude of ills has such a sublime efErontery that it becomes ludicrous ; and 
as Americans contrive loopholes of escape from obedience, reformers now not 
only ask for new laws, but demand that a penalty shall be attached to each 
law to insure its efficacy. 

Special legislation is the Mecca of philanthropy. On its behalf the lobby 
is employed with edifying zeal. Churches, societies, monopolies, boards, 
officials, tinker legislation. Organizations multiply, on the ground that if 
such a noble body of men and women as each societv considers itself deter- 
mines upon or even approves certain legislation, suclisurely will be enacted. 
Annual reports teem with congratulation upon the legal improvements ef- 
fected at the suggestion of secretaries and presidents, and ministers in their 
legislative prayers become as embarrassed as old Dr. Ezra Ripley, who 
prayed that the Lord would overrule every one of the decisions of the court, 
when he merely wished that in a general way God would ruU over the hearts 
of the people. 

Individuals cheat themselves with the delusion that they are patriotic 
because they offer their misfortunes as indications of the need for special 
laws. Therefore Mrs. Royle and Mrs. Lucas sought for divorce, each pre- 
mising that a new law should be framed for her case, as her contribution to 
the cause of womanhood ; and when informed that the general laws of 
Massachusetts were sufficient for their purpose, each returned to her hus- 
band and continued to bake pies for him. 

Petitions for legislation are as astounding in number as they are varied 
in scope. Last winter an extraordinary one was introduced into the Indiana 
Legislature — that chairmen of the committee on bills in third reading should 
be rewarded by a double salary. What a slur it involved upon other mem- 
bers, who, if it had passed, would have been stigmatized as not doing their 
duty 1 Illinois has always been famous for its peculiar statutes. It offers 
bounties as encouragement to agricultural fairs and other industries. Its 
legislature was besought to incorporate a company for the detection of horse- 
thieves, when the usual processes of law were adequate for the discovery of 
such thefts and the conviction of the offenders. In emulation of the West, 
Maine asked Congress for $100,000 with which to build a breakwater at Bar 
Harbor, which, if granted, would have been of notable benefit to yachtsmen 
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and the -wealthy cottagers of Mount Desert. As atonement Maine granted 
a bounty of ten cents per head for dead crows, to the delight of the small 
boys, who were aggrieved at the penalty imposed upon the sale of cigarettes 
to them. 

A few of the late bills in the Massachusetts Legislature show to what 
extent special measures might haye been carried, and though " inexpedient 
to legislate " was reported on many of them, the people's money and the 
members' time were given to earnest debates upon them. An. act was 
reported compelling idle persons to work for those dependent on them. If it 
had passed, the proverbial Satan and the State would have been rival em- 
ployers. Another act was offered for the arrest of transgressors by the Fish 
Commissioners without a warrant. If enacted, the act would have been of 
flagrant injustice to all other commissioners and an insult to the general 
law. An act was on the calendar providing a fine for catching trout less 
than six inches in length. The act should have been differently drawn ; for 
how could boys tell how long the trout were until they were hooked? 
Philadelphia and Massachusetts farmers are at constant war with each 
other concerning " the removal of heads, entrails, and feathers of poultry 
exposed for sale." Apart from the sanitary aspect of the matter, if Philadel- 
phia market-men take them out, they will have to charge so much more per 
pound, that people may then be willing to buy the inferior Bay State fowl. 

A curious instance of unnecessary (!) beneficent special legislation was 
the passing of a bill by which the travelling expenses of deaf pupils attend- 
ing the schools or Institutions for the deaf shall be paid by the Common- 
wealth, though voluntary payment of the whole or any part of them is gra- 
ciously permitted. Why should not the travelling expenses of the blind, and 
also of their guides, likewise be paid ? Consequently other charitable persons 
attempted to pass a bill exempting from taxation the property of blind per- 
sons to the amount of $5,000 1 

The Weavers' Fine Bill haslong been acontest between themanufacturer's 
clemency and his employees' capacity. If the imposition of fines had con- 
tinued, lady customers might have followed suit, revenging thenoselves for 
their ill-fitting dresses by withholding the amount due on a dressmaker's 
bill until the suits were worthy of their approval. The State also was re- 
quested not to vie with the powers of nature in permitting the pursuit of 
wild fowl by aid of a sailboat or steam-launch. 

Discontent and envy have much to do with the eight-hour movement. A 
genuine American always wants to be as well off as his neighbor. Failing 
therein, he would reduce to a common standard all the varied applications of 
ability and labor. When the eight-hour law Is turned upon domestic ser- 
vice, he may then regret Its agitation. If laws are necessary for the protec- 
tion of children, there should be no interference by law with the greater or 
less capacity for labor by adult men or women. Few women desire protec- 
tion, though those connected with certain organizations are forced to accept 
it ; but surely any eight-hour bill should guarantee the rights of freemen to 
individual contract. 

Legislation in regard to education veers from state socialism to local 
individualism. Wisconsin would make its Board of Education autocratic 
but In Massachusetts the Committee on Education reported against estab- 
lishing a new board of examiners to supervise all schools, because such a bill 
savored of centralization. Snobbish ignorance might rejoice in seeing Har- 
vard College supervised, but Boston culture would regret it. Other peraona 
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want the State to sign contracts for the publication of certain text-books. 
If the bill making cities aiid towns liable for injuries received by pupils at- 
tending the public schools had passed, private schools would have labored 
under greater disadvantages than at present. A jealous regard for the au- 
thority of town and county school committees and superintendents also pre- 
vented the passage of a bill by which any teacher, on voluntarily presenting 
herself for examination, as prescribed by the State Board of Education, and 
passing it, could receive a corresponding diploma. 

Mo legislative freaks are queerer than those which undertake to settle by 
the permanence of law that which should be left to tlie development of per- 
sonal good will and forbearance ; bat as railroads feared the economic loss 
involved in the principle of noblesse oblige, a law was enacted to prevent the 
letting-down of upper berths when not in use. 

Appeals are also made to law to settle the social status of people. An 
Italian society in Boston protested against " wealthy Italians being permit- 
ted to collect garbage," arguing that the business should be restricted to poor 
persons. America, however, is outranked by the " English United Chimney- 
Sweeps' Protective Association," which complained to Parliament that any 
man of bad character or "without experience" might be employed as a 
sweep, and requested that no one should sweep a chimney without being 
registered or certificated. Because there is to be a bill befote the German 
Beichstag to abolish bachelorhood in the interest of unmarried women, 
should not our Eastern States, on behalf of our Western men, enact laws to 
avert spinsterhood in New England ? The logic of state socialism is pitiless ; 
marriage conditions dictated, regulation of birth follows. Suicide will next 
be forbidden, with a penalty attached to its practice, which absent-minded 
people will believe in with sincerity equal to that of the lawyer who, on go- 
ing to his o£Sce, read his own notice that he would soon return and sat down 
and waited for himself 1 

The abolition of bad statutes, not the enactment of beneficiary ones, is 
needed. Beformers ask for special laws which handicap the development of 
character into national strength. Paternalism is not the highest attitude 
of the State. It is proposed to stop by law the early closing of shops. That 
checks business. Ho matter, perhaps, for the dealer in boots and shoes, but 
bad for the cobbler. It is hoped to destroy by law the sweating systenu It 
will take more than Pinkerton's detectives to do that. Yet why look to 
legislation for reforms which should be accomplished by personal energy 
and chivalry in a country where each man should have the fullest liberty 
compatible with the litierties of others? We owe ourselves to the State, 
whi^h owes us no reward in turn imless we earn it, while the line in legisla- 
tion can only be drawn by an historic study of sequences, by classification of 
broad human interests, and by prophetic insight into results of present 
action. 

Kate Gannett Wells. 



"APOLLEIA"— A PROPHECY. 

The group of asteroids which seem to fill the place in the solar system 
between Mars and Jupiter suggested to an ingenious modem writer the 
fanciful tale of an exploded world (ApoUeia), of which those "pocket- 
planets," as Herschel calls them, are the fragments. 



